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The founding of the  
Pan-Africa Bean Research Alliance 
The common bean feeds more than 400 million people 
in sub-Saharan Africa as part of a regular diet and is a 
good source of protein, iron, and zinc. In addition to their 
health benefits, beans provide a unique opportunity for 
smallholder farmers to tap into more lucrative markets 
and improve their incomes. 
Yet, the production, trade, and consumption of beans 
are still plagued by fundamental challenges along the 
pipeline from farmer to consumer. And beans suffer a 
plethora of other challenges – from pest and disease 
infestations to more intense periods of drought, 
thwarting harvests and threatening food security. 
But what if beans could be bred to resist pests and 
diseases, survive in periods of drought, thrive in poor soils, 
provide bumper yields, contain more zinc and iron, fetch 
a good price on the market, cook faster, and taste good. 
For 20 years, this has been the mission of PABRA, which 
is coordinated by the International Center for Tropical 
Agriculture (CIAT) and currently unites 30 member 
countries. PABRA has released more than 450 new 
beans – all of them bred to be more resilient, productive, 
nutritious, or marketable than previous varieties. 
Breeding better beans for Africa
Breeding is a continual challenge. Pests and diseases 
evolve, weather patterns are becoming more 
unpredictable, and while individual varieties can contain 
multiple beneficial characteristics, no single bean variety 
can meet all of the diverse market needs of a country or 
region. The responsibility for addressing these challenges 
is shared amongst all the PABRA members with the 
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support of CIAT, which conserves thousands of bean 
varieties and their wild relatives in its genebank in 
Colombia. 
Together, we work to make beans more productive and 
available in markets throughout sub-Saharan Africa. For 
example, 30 new types of beans that can beat the heat, 
withstanding higher temperatures to keep production 
from crashing in large swaths of bean-dependent Africa, 
have been developed. These heat-tolerant beans could 
handle a global warming scenario involving temperature 
increases of up to four degrees Celsius in areas where 
bean production is critical for food security. 
Our core strength at PABRA is building capacity among 
teams of bean researchers in Africa covering multiple 
disciplines, including breeding. We work within national 
agricultural research systems and regional breeding 
programs. Priorities for breeding new beans are based 
on regional priorities, and resulting germplasm bred 
through joint efforts is available to all PABRA members 
and, by extension, to communities across Africa.
A new way of doing business: 
Although beans are among the most traded 
commodities in East and Southern Africa, more than  
90 percent of this trade is informal, and only 60 percent 
of traders have access to information on bean prices. 
At the same time, while intensification of economic 
development is underway, for example the Southern 
Agricultural Growth Corridor of Tanzania (SAGCOT), 
systemic failures still persist in bean production, 
hindering smallholder involvement – especially of 
women - across the value chain, limiting the production  
of beans.
Bean corridors 
It’s time for a new approach to eliminate production 
bottlenecks, so that better beans reach more consumers, 
and so that farmers can access better seeds. Our 
assessment of the bean trade in Africa has revealed 
major flows of beans between areas of production and 
consumption, connected by distribution networks. We 
call these “bean corridors.” 
Our commodity corridor approach can shed light on the 
largely informal bean market, to improve the business 
environment, linkages between bean farmers and 
buyers, and engagement with policy makers to support 
investment in bean value chains and cross-border trade. 
Our approach presents a promising new development 
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Transforming agriculture since 1996 
framework to create market-driven, rural agricultural 
transformation. It focuses on improving the “bean flow” 
– intensifying production, linking farmers and businesses, 
and mainstreaming nutrition in the value chain. 
Bean corridors are characterized by three kinds of hub. 
Production hubs are where large volumes of beans 
are or can be produced. Distribution hubs include 
product distribution centers, aggregation centers, 
warehouses, storage points, or commodity exchanges, 
distributing beans to consumers. And consumption 
hubs are major market outlets and processing units, 
supermarkets and bean buyers. The corridor approach 
will link all members of the chain, while also stimulating 
financial opportunities and improving access to market 
information – for example through mobile phones - so 
farmers can make better informed decisions about when 
and where to sell and compare prices on offer.
Understanding the drivers of 
malnutrition and tackling its root causes 
Undernutrition is an intractable public health problem in 
developing countries with profound short-term and long-
term consequences on quality of life, including higher 
risk of morbidity and mortality – especially in women 
and children. Our research shows that eating specially 
bred, high-iron beans twice a day for just four-and-a-
half months reduced iron deficiency and even reversed 
anemia in young women in Rwanda. 
There is growing global recognition that agriculture can 
improve nutrition, especially for mothers and children. 
Yet, investments in agriculture often focus on traditional 
cash crops rather than nutritionally important ones. 
As such, value chains usually enhance livelihoods and 
production, but rarely optimize nutrition. Our research 
shows that increasing and diversifying production 
does not automatically lead to better nutrition: in 
fact, in some areas where high quantities of beans are 
produced, stunting affects almost one in two children. 
Since our inception, more than 40 micronutrient-rich 
beans have been released into communities. But 
now we need to go further, using market insights into 
consumer behavior to craft and sustain food systems 
that lead to healthier, more nutritious diets. Our 
analysis of stunting maps across the continent reveals 
a dysfunctional food system that fails to provide the 
right nutrients, at the right time, in the right quantities 
for humans to thrive. We are working to diagnose the 
underlying problems in the food system and understand 
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drivers of food choice among communities, to better 
understand the underlying causes of malnutrition.
Market-led product development
Beans are a staple across much of sub-Saharan Africa, 
but they often take time and energy to prepare. Dried 
grains, the most available and affordable bean product, 
take up to two hours to cook. That uses up energy – 
wood, electricity, or paraffin – and time that could be 
spent doing something else, especially for women, who 
usually look for firewood and do the preparation. 
CIAT and PABRA are partnering with private sector 
companies and consumers to develop bean products 
that can be prepared in less than 15 minutes. 
The significant time reduction will mean these  
“pre-cooked” bean products have a beneficial impact 
on the environment, urban and rural finances, and 
fuel consumption. In Kenya and Uganda, 12 out of 
47 prescreened varieties have been selected and are 
suitable for processing by industrial pre-cooking. Farmers 
have already started growing selected varieties on a 
commercial scale for processing.
Transforming agriculture through  
big business 
Transformed from a neglected staple into a cash crop 
in Ethiopia, white pea beans, known locally as “white 
gold,” are today a major component of the country’s bean 
export market. The beans provide income for around 
3 million smallholder farmers, fetching around three 
times more income than other crops, such as maize, and 
providing additional nutrients in the local diet. Thousands 
more are employed in post-harvest processing. In the 
last decade, Ethiopia has become the first African 
country to prioritize white pea bean production, which 
has quadrupled between 2004 and 2014, with export 
earnings rising from US$20 million in 2006 to more than 
US$120 million today. 
This success is largely due to PABRA’s efforts to make 
high-quality bean varieties that exporters demand 
readily available to farmers. Seed access in Ethiopia 
has risen from 20 to 70 percent for farmers since 2004. 
Better bean varieties, bred and released by the Ethiopian 
Institute of Agricultural Research (EIAR) in partnership 
with the PABRA network, are also more tolerant to 
drought, pests, and diseases. Engagement of the private 
sector company Agricultural Commodity Supplies (ACOS) 
has been central to the white pea bean’s transformation. 
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